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“Making the Land Shiver:” Ana Castillo’s Ecological Politics in The Guardians
James M. Cochran
During the past decades, cultural and literary critics have witnessed the emergence of the
genre and term “clifi” or climate fiction, or as Pilita Clark, environmental correspondence for the
Financial Times, wittily explains, “global literary circles [have] warm[ed] to climate fiction.”
While critics are still actively defining the term—some argue that it is postapocalyptic, and
others suggest that clifi is merely an extension of scifi—the term, coined and popularized by
Dan Bloom, generally encompasses fiction that is interested in and investigates climate change,
global warming, and the effects of pollution. Among the many emerging clifi works is, I argue,
Ana Castillo’s The Guardians, a work that makes clear allusion to Milton’s Paradise Lost,
hinting at both a population exiled or displaced from a particular space and an idyllic paradise lost
or destroyed because of colonialism, imperialism, pollution, sex trafficking, narcowars, and
other acts of violence.
Unlike some clifi works, like Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake series, in which the
setting is a future dystopia produced by culminating climatic and technological disasters,
Castillo’s novel is not a work of dystopian speculative or science fiction, but, still, as an
ecofeminist work, The Guardians takes environmental damage and disaster seriously, and these
factors play a central role in the narrative. The effects of pollution are foundational to the novel.
Thus, broadly, the aim of this essay is to think of Latina and Latino fiction, particularly The
Guardians, as climate fiction, a genre that sharply critiques the current environmental situation
and its effects on marginalized population. In tracing Castillo’s environmental critique, this essay
necessarily relies on ecocriticism of Castillo’s previous works, especially her 1993 novel So Far
From God, and, as such, I see Castillo continuing to think and write about the themes of
environmental justice from her past works.
This essay aims to advance the critical conversation about The Guardians but also to shift
the conversation toward Castillo’s environmental ethics.1 While several critics have engaged
Castillo’s novel, only one, Priscilla Solis Ybarra, has approached the work from an ecocritical
lens, but even Ybarra’s treatment is brief. Using an ecocritical lens and drawing from Castillo’s
political beliefs, as expressed in Massacre of the Dreamers, this essay considers the relationship
between land and community in Castillo’s novel. First, I consider the importance of land—both
as a symbolic and material entity—for Latinos and Latinas. Relatedly, this essay examines the
ways in which Latinos and Latinas have been and continue to be displaced from their land and the
ways in which Latino and Latina land has been damaged or destroyed, especially the ways in
which environmental pollution disproportionately affects nonwhite communities. Then, the essay
shifts to examples from The Guardians in which pesticides and other pollutants harm or kill
Latino and Latina workers. In contrast to an economic and agricultural system that harms Latinos
and Latinas, Castillo’s novel puts forth a model of ethical gardening, based on love, as a kind of
collective action that rebuilds community by reclaiming land and collective identities. Still,
Castillo does not present this environmental engagement as a salvific enterprise, but she presents
it as one of the many ways to reengage community and regain land.
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Lost Land: Myth, History, and Present
For Castillo, land has both mythical and material characteristics. In part, the land
represents the historical land that once belonged to Mexico and to indigenous communities before
that. For Castillo and other Chicana and Chicano activists, land plays a central role in their
historical and mythical imaginations. On one level, this is a search for Aztlán, the mythic
homeland of the Aztec people.2 While simultaneously serving as mythic land, this is also
conquered land, invaded by Cortez, the French, and most recently the United States. Castillo
makes this connection with the land explicit in Massacre: “Nationhood aside, there is a visceral
connection within me for the land of my ancestors…The collective memory I share with other
indigenas and mestizos and mestizas makes me yearn to claim these territories as my spiritual
homeland” (Massacre 18). For Castillo and many Chicanas and Chicanos, lost homeland is
fundamental to their collective cultural imaginations.
Castillo illustrates a similar collective memory of lost land and a connection to land in
The Guardians. Even the early pages of the novel establish a link to land, especially lost land.
Regina reflects, “These lands, this unmerciful desert—it belonged to us first, the Mexicans.
Before that it belonged to los Apaches. Los Apaches were mean too. They knew how to defend
themselves. And they’re still not happy about losing everything” (5). Later in the novel, Miguel
and others stress that the land once belonged to their ancestors. Miguel writes, “I suggested
People of the Corn because it was our people who cultivated maize on these lands….Sometimes, I
think we are corny—still thinking we could get some redress for all the bullshit we’ve been
subjected to on our ancestors’ lands” (124). What is essential to Regina’s and Miguel’s
reflections is that they both emphasize nostalgia for land of their ancestors rather than just an
ecoconsciousness. The land represents a lost space but also, as I will show, a space to be
regained.
Yet, Castillo’s lost land is not only Aztlán or a lost land for the Latino and Latina
imagination; she simultaneously positions the lost land within a Western or Angloimagination
through the obvious allusions to John Milton’s Paradise Lost.3 The title of Castillo’s novel
recalls Milton’s guardian angels; Gabo, Miguel, Uriel and Rafa recall the angels Gabriel,
Michael, Uriel, and Raphael, and the grandfather Milton clearly recalls the poet Milton.4 Crucita,
the diminutive form of Cruz, alludes to Christ’s cross, and as contemporary Chicano writer
Sergio Troncoso observes, Regina’s “moniker [is] perhaps an allusion to another VirgenReyna.”
By alluding to Milton’s epic poem through the characters’ names, Castillo reinforces the
mythological construction of Latino and Latina land as lost, and within the Miltonic context,
Castillo suggests that the land was Edenic, given as a gift from God but lost because of
imperialism, colonialism, and other “sins.” Troncoso continues to argue that the novel is about
“how the border has become an eerie ‘Paradise Lost,’ where family members routinely disappear
and women are murdered for their organs or raped by narcos.”
Castillo makes it clear that the loss of land is not simply something from the
mythohistorical past but a very real, present threat to marginalized communities. The novel
depicts the expansion of corporations and developers without any regard for human life. For
example, Regina anticipates the inevitable displacement of communities by corporations: “Other
changes are coming, too. What with Las Cruces, New Mexico, expanding south and El Paso,
Texas, growing north, the surrounding farmland is getting bought up by developers faster than
you can say, ‘Poor people, get out’” (3334). The developers devour the land, purchasing the
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farmland and expanding rapidly without any concern for the lowincome population who lives and
works on the land; the expansion of Las Cruces and El Paso represents a real threat to those who
are poor.
Likewise, the Latino and Latina population and other marginalized communities are
especially at risk for encountering toxic or polluted lands. In their study of grassroots activism
and the environmental justice paradigm, Robert D. Bullard and Glenn S. Johnson write, “A
growing body of evidence reveals that people of color and lowincome persons have borne greater
environmental and health risks than the society at large in their neighborhoods, workplaces, and
playgrounds” (558). Similarly, examining pollution in Phoenix, Arizona, Sara Grineski, Bob
Bolin, Christopher Boone argue, “The continuing exposure of poor and minority residents to
higher levels of criteria pollutants is a contemporary consequence of these racialized development
patterns,” a claim that rings true for many cities across the United States. Clearly, environmental
damage does not affect all people equally.
Castillo is aware of the environmental discrimination that Latino and Latina communities
face. In Massacre of the Dreamers, she warns readers about the dangerous effects of pollution,
writing, “A sense of urgency may be gained from the single example of Mexico City, home to
more than 21 inhabitants today, all of whom suffer from dangerous exposure to air pollution (the
effects are equivalent to smoking a pack of cigarettes a day) and other contaminated natural
resources” (109). For Castillo, pollution is a crossborder issue, impacting both those in Mexico
and in the United States. One of the pollutants described in The Guardians is pesticides, and the
novel reveals how Latino and Latina farmworkers are especially atrisk from these chemicals.
Regina recognizes, “All summer crop dusters will fly low, spraying pesticides on the nearby
farmlands….I don’t care what they do as long as they don’t accidentally spray any poison on me,
or my plans” (48). Regina presents the incident as mere observation, but this observation offers a
severe critique of pesticideuse: the pesticides are “poison” that harms both land and people.
Pesticides are just one of the dangers that Latino and Latina workers face. The Guardians
makes it clear that many big farms and companies see the land and the migrants as simply objects
for profits, things to be used up and discarded. Gabo recalls that his uncle Osvaldo had
supposedly died from pneumonia while “picking flowers”: “How does someone die of pneumonia
picking flowers, Santo? You could die of heat exhaustion and overall fatigue. This everyone
knew. My uncle was only twentynine years old. He was very strong and had never been sick”
(19). Gabo later learns that his uncle likely died from standing in a shallow lake because “the
rancher did not want them running away” (20). Later, Regina remembers her mother who “used to
suffer from fainting spells” and “fainted every day out in the middle of the field, picking pecans,
chiles, tomatoes, apples, whatever” (118). The working conditions fail to consider the wellbeing
of the workers; the primary concern is the number of flowers, pecans, chiles, tomatoes, or apples
picked, not the labor conditions of the migrants.
Latino and Latina workers face environmental hazards in urban contexts, too. Regina
writes about Miguel’s hatred of “Asarco, a smelter company, which closed down in 1999 after
more than a century of belching fumes into our skies” (51). The mention of ASARCO is
significant because of its relation to the border. ASARCO was formed in 1899, taken over by the
industrialist Meyer Guggenheim in 1901, reorganized and bought by Grupo Mexico in 1999.
During the twentiethcentury, ASARCO expanded to many states and countries, including Mexico
and Peru, and has often been criticized for its continued environmental damage in these countries.
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Recently, in 2009, after a fouryear legal battle, ASARCO paid the United States government a
historic $1.79 million for hazardous waste pollution (Nelson and Fischel). In the novel, Regina
critiques the smelter plant’s environmental damage as she imagines the smoke from the smelter as
the “Statue of Liberty,” “calling the huddled masses” (51). The alignment of the Statue of Liberty
and the smelter company blends a symbol of freedom with a factorybuilding, the corner stone of
industrialism. Instead of bringing freedom to the “huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” the
smelter plant pollutes the air, causing chronic lung diseases and ensuring that the masses cannot
“breathe free.”
In addition to pollution affecting workers directly involved with the toxins, Castillo shows
how pollution affects those who live outside the farms and factories. Regina explains, “Not only
did the smelter take his greatgrandfather’s life, but Miguel believes pollution affected his own
son. His hijo stays home from school half the time because of asthma. The tenyearold also sees
a speech therapist.” (51). Miguel cries, “You tell me if all the tons of lead, zinc, cadmium, and
arsenic emitted into the atmosphere for years doesn’t have anything to do with people being sick
around here” (51). Even those who do not directly work with these polluting chemicals become
sick from the toxins. Dangerous chemicals harm not just workers, but children too.
The novel’s focus on pollutants and human health extends beyond the workforce and also
examines Latina and Latino bodies polluted by drugs. Miguel recalls finding El Torro “so messed
up on drugs—heroin, meth, snot, who knows what, how much and most of all, who cares—if the
cops had not arrested him that night, he’d be dead now” (204). Tiny tears, too, had “no food, just
poison in her veins” (210). The production of drugs similarly kills Regina’s brother Rafa, whom
the coyote forced to make methamphetamine. Regina learns that he likely died from a
combination of being tazed and “mixing up the chemicals” (206). Both Miguel’s son’s asthma and
Rafa’s death reinforce the stark fact that pollutants and drugs impact communities rather than
simply the isolated individuals exposed to those chemicals.
Concern about food is more than just a concern about bodies; it is, for Castillo, a concern
for souls and the spiritual lifeblood of communities. Castillo argues that ecological pollution
radically perverts and destroys tradition and community, even disrupting religious ritual. Miguel
reflects on how pollution impacts the symbolic function of ritual: “Baptism takes place in the
immersion of pure waters. Who’d want to take Christ into their lives by being dunked in an
oilslick river contaminated by chemicals?” (109). Pollution endangers Baptism, one of the
central sacraments of the Catholic Church and Christianity, broadly. Similarly, Regina explains
that Mount Cristo Rey is a “holy place desecrated by contamination. Impurities from the smelter
settled there that either got blown or washed down los arroyos that drain the mountain into the
community. A levee protects los Anaprans from the river but holds the pollution inside” (52).
Environmental damage has a spiritual cost, threatening to destroy religious rituals and spaces.
The Best Ingredient is Love: Alternate Modes of Food Production
In contrast to the capitalist system of food production that prioritizes profits and mass
production over the welfare of works and consumers, Castillo, through Regina, offers an
alternative mode of production, founded primarily on love—for both the land and humans.5
Describing the environmental ethos of Castillo’s feminist spirituality, Lopez writes, “Woman’s
mystical connection to the past and materiality” link “people to the earth and each other” (151).
Castillo is no stranger to thinking about radical alternatives to our current economic system. In
Massacre, for example, she applauds the alternate worldbuilding of the Zapistas, the Meixcan
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revolutionary movement, formed in 1994, who advocate agricultural and economic reform.
Castillo quotes a Latino collective of the Occupy movement, writing, “The Zapista resistance
encourages us to keep the struggle to build a different world” (233). A paragraph later, Castillo
quotes from an anthropologist, Mercedes Olivera:
According to her logic, it could become a viable point of departure for ‘men and women
to dare to experience the construction of another civilization based on solidarity not
exploitation, to try to recreate the human sense of existence, recover the vital sense of the
land and the sustainability of production for consumption, to be able to practice new
forms of using and caring for natural resources, and in this way we change and reorient
our strategies toward building a new paradigm of development and attempt a civilizing
process based on life and not on destruction, like the Zapistas do in their autonomy.’
(23334)
Instead of being enslaved to capitalist modes of production, Castillo insists that people need to
make decisions informed by the “intricate clockwork of industrial destruction of lives and natural
resources” (235).
Like the Zapistas, Regina’s food production is geared toward “life and not on
destruction,” or in Regina’s words, her mode of production is geared toward love: “Loving care is
what I try to bring to whatever I do—otherwise why bother” (48). Lopez captures the lovebased
essence of Castillo’s food politics when she writes, “The Guardians is concerned to replace the
mechanistic with the humanistic in its characters’ and readers’ perceptions of themselves and
their environment” (166). Too often, “love” has negative connotations, as a flippant emotional
connection, but it seems to best capture the basis of Regina’s gardening: a radical embrace and
engagement of people and land.
For Castillo, the empowerment of Latino and Latina communities is tied to a
reengagement with the land. As Mayumi Toyosato argues, in her reading of Castillo’s So Far
From God, “Local action on the land plays a crucial role in rebuilding the sense of community in
people. Working on the land, people connect not only to one another but also to their ancestors
and their history. Their spiritual connection is grounded on the land as a material entity, through
their actual labor on the land” (306). While Toyosato writes about Castillo’s earlier novel, she
carefully captures the significance of the land in Castillo’s imagination. The act of gardening
directly engages the mythohistorical lost land and offers a way to reengage and reclaim the land,
potentially empowering individual and community.
Regina engages in her own individual gardening, but she also often gardens with others,
especially younger generations, and, in this way, gardening serves as an intergenerational tool to
recover from collective trauma, to connect young and old, and to ensure the survival of gardening
knowledge. In Massacre, Castillo recognizes the intergenerational value of teaching children to
grow their own food. She writes, “If we don’t have a garden we can start a flower box, some
avocado plants, a windowsill cactus garden” (209). Given this advice, it is fitting that Castillo
often depicts Regina involving Gabo, who had been “growing food all his life,” with different
aspects of food production, from planting crops to buying groceries (52). Moreover, Regina sets
up a gardening class showing families and children how to garden: “Five kids and two moms
showed up for planting. All of them had been told whatever they grew they could sell at the
nearby farmers’ market” (52). Ybarra is right to recognize that Regina’s “community garden and
other projects give the reader a sense of hope but also an idea of working together at the local
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scale to help address some of these challenges” (186). Rather than attempt to outline a single
grand solution that fixes the variety of environmental issues, the novel suggests that communities
need to initiate many smallscale actions and projects, which, combined with each other, may
slow climate change and reverse environmental damage. Local family gardening promises to shift
profits away from large corporate farms and to marginalized communities, and it provides
chemicalfree food for these communities.
Regina’s gardening classes clearly aim to educate younger children and mothers in her
community; yet, these groups are not her only focus. Often, her reflections about gardening
practices directly engage the reader. For example, she muses about container gardening:
“Container gardens seemed like a good idea if you were in doubt as to whether your soil was
safe” (52). Perhaps, Regina’s comment about container gardening is just a part of her general
reflection; more likely, though, it is advice for the marginalized reader who might be reading her
novel. Castillo via Regina recommends container gardening as a viable method to grow produce
safely if one lives in a polluted environment. In this manner, The Guardians urges the readers to
step back from the novel and incorporate the ethical gardening techniques in their own lives.
Moreover, as discussed earlier, pollution directly threatens religious ritual, but gardening
offers a way to repair spiritual experience. Engagement with the land, in Castillo’s novel, is more
than just a way to produce food and build community; working the land represents a spiritual
experience, specifically like the “Dancing of the Sun” that occurred during the appearance of the
Blessed Virgen Mary at Fatima and Medjugorje. Gardening bookends Gabo’s experience of the
“Dancing of the Sun,” suggesting a connection between gardening and spirituality. Gabo recalls,
“My tía Regina was showing me how to plant tomatoes. We took all the small plants from the
greenhouse my papa had helped her build” (175). While gardening, gusts of wind appear, the sky
becomes dark, and an eclipselike phenomenon occurs: “The sun, whirling like a disc, unhinged
itself from the sky and started soaring fast toward the earth” (175). After the “Dancing of the
Sun,” Gabo and Regina “went back to our planting” (176). Gabo’s repeated mention of gardening
before, during, and after the miraculous moment calls attention to the spiritual ground of
environmental engagement.
As Alexia Schemien suggests, the connection between gardening and the “Dancing of the
Sun” is not a mere coincidence. In The Guardians, Schemien sees Gabo and Regina’s “Dancing
of the Sun” as an event that merges Catholic and indigenous spiritualties to establish a connection
to the land:
Moreover, Castillo repeatedly emphasizes Regina’s passion for gardening and growing
her own vegetables, so that a connection to the Earth goddess Coatlalopeub is
conspicuous. Gloria Anzaldúa writes about this indigenous Earth goddess: ‘La Virgen de
Guadalupe’s Indian name is Coatlalopeub. She is the central deity connecting us to our
Indian ancestry.’ (Schemien 52)
Ethical gardening, as a way to reengage land, restores the spaces defiled by smelter plants. The
gardening offers hope to restore the oilslick rivers, no longer fit for Baptism.
Castillo’s turn toward the land involves more than just gardening; it involves thinking
about all aspects of food production. One of the most striking examples of Castillo’s concern
about the quality of food is with Regina and Gabo’s dollar game. They both try to buy the best
things for a dollar, but Regina warns that they must not buy anything “that would be harmful to
our bodies or our souls” (8). Regina continues,
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That’s why I made him take back the pound of chorizo he bought for us one time. He felt
so bad and I felt so bad because the truth was that we both love our chorizo with eggs for
breakfast. But we know that spicy, greasy sausage is no good for your health, and what’s
bad for your arteries cannot be good for your mental wellbeing neither. (8)
Regina’s concern for Gabo’s diet recalls Castillo’s warning to parents in Massacre: “It is up to us
to provide a healthy lifestyle for our children. This must be a priority. Our children depend on
us….Part of being a good parent means being informed. Read about diet and food” (214).
Castillo’s food politics argues that, through safe food production and consumption, Latinas and
Latinos can reengage their lands and their history. Empowerment is possible through a renewed
focus on all aspects of food production, from growing produce in chemicalfree soil to purchasing
healthy food.
Regina’s direct engagement to the land offers the possibility of ending violence, although
this end fails to come to fruition in the novel. Throughout the novel, Regina’s garden
demonstrates the importance of hard work and homegrown food to Gabo’s friend Jesse, who, in
the words of Alexia Schemien, “has strayed from the right path and is drifting into criminality.”
Regina is wary of Jesse but appreciates his willingness to “help rake the dead leaves, pine
needles, and dried mesquite that had blown in and collected in the garden during winter” (47).
According to Regina, Jesse even seems to learn that not all produce comes from cans: “Jesse
stopped raking and gave me a peculiar look as if up until then he had thought tomatoes came from
cans” (48). Castillo’s novel does not give a complete conversion for Jesse, but Regina’s
engagement with Jesse reveals ways in which home gardening provides meaningful and
educational work. Moreover, as the novel closes, Regina recalls Gabo’s death, writing, “Before I
knew it guns were going off. This way and that way. From all directions. Not from Gabo. I found
Gabo’s gun one day. It was buried in the garden” (209). The burying of Gabo’s gun in the garden
implicitly suggests that gardening is means through which marginalized communities can bury
violence. The burying does not save Gabo, but perhaps it might save others.
Still, the novel makes it clear that ethical modes of food production will not provide a
“quick fix” for the injustices facing Latino and Latina populations. The Guardians offers no
triumphal ending in which Regina’s gardening and produce solve the novel’s problems; instead, it
ends up with the gruesome death of Gabo, stabbed through the kidney with a shard of glass (211).
Castillo is not naive; she knows that an ethical reengagement with the environment will neither
automatically reverse current environmental pollution nor immediately end the narcoviolence that
stems from crossborder capitalism. As Wallace writes, regarding reading in the novel, “Reading
in The Guardians, like political organizing in So Far From God, does not prevent children from
dying….But reading, especially from the perspective of the poor and oppressed, can give
courage….Reading is not enough, it does not complete the work of justice, but it does matter”
(167). The same holds true for ecological engagement in the novel: gardening is not enough for
total justice, but it is one necessary step for empowerment.
Through The Guardians, Ana Castillo offers a vision of radical food politics, one that
rejects modes of food production that value profit over people. In place of a widespread,
massmarket capitalism, Castillo suggests that Latinos and Latinas focus on smallscale local
gardening as a means of food production. This method, based fundamentally on “love,” promises
to reconnect Latinos and Latinas to their lost land, their heritage, and each other. Still, Castillo
understands that local gardening is not a complete solution to the problems facing marginalized
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communities; Gabo’s death is a testament to the violence still affecting Latinos and Latinas.
Castillo’s insistence on lovebased modes of production represents one aspect of Castillo’s ability
to imagine alternate worlds and systems. The novel’s food politics do not offer a totalizing
solution but hint that smallscale gardening is one of many activities that can “plant seeds” of
hope and empowerment for Latina and Latino communities.
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Notes
1. To date, seven critical articles and chapters exist that fully engage The Guardians. For
example, Marta CamineroSantangelo’s 2010 article follows the depiction of the deaths and
disappearances of border crossers in contemporary novels, including Castillo’s The Guardians.
The following year, in her book on Latinidad and nationhood, Marissa K. Lopez looks at the gap
between art and political action in Castillo’s Sapogonia and The Guardians. One of the most
indepth analyses of The Guardians is Alexia Schemien’s 2013 article on hybrid spirituality in the
novel. From the same year, Aishih WehbeHerrera looks at masculinity, borderland reality, and
Miguel’s identity. While WehbeHerrera examines masculinity, Cristina Herrera’s 2014 book
considers the role of femininity and motherhood in a variety of Chicana literature, including
Castillo’s novel. More recently, Kathryn QuinnSánchez’s 2015 book includes a chapter, reading
the concepts of presence and absence in The Guardians, and Cynthia R. Wallace’s 2016 book
traces Castillo’s critique of and engagement with culturally mandated maternal suffering in So
Far From God and The Guardians.
Beyond these essays and chapters, however, criticism is sparse, often only in the form of
paragraphs or a couple pages. For example, Theresa Delgadillo’s 2011 article offers a paragraph
on The Guardians, and Amaia Ibarraran’s 2014 essay spends two paragraphs on gang violence in
the novel. With similar brevity, Priscilla Solis Ybarra’s 2016 ecocritical study of the Mexican
American “good life” gives a brief page and a half overview of The Guardians.
2. While I use Aztlán here for the mythic homeland, I note many Chicanas’ critique of the
term because of its negative associations with the early maledominated Chicano movement,
which prided itself on its mythic Aztec identity, one that was plagued with imperialism and
misogyny. In any case, Castillo yearns for a homeland—Aztlán or not.
3. Here, I thank Ron Thomas for our conversations about and his insight on the relation
between The Guardians and Paradise Lost.
4. Marissa K. López sees the link between the Milton’s as more than just their common
names: “His blindness, name, and angelic visions connect Milton to the English poet John Milton
(1608–74), who, also blind, wrote the epic poem Paradise Lost in 1667 and was, like Abuelo
Milton, a fiercely outspoken, political critic” (227, n. 6).
5. It is difficult not to read Regina’s lovebased gardening in direct opposition to the
harvesting of migrants’ organs depicted throughout the novel.
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